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Introduction

Within the classical theory of measurement, tﬁg/quality of a test
is typically characterized by its reliability. A more important quality of
a good test, however, is that it provides valid information about an in-

< . ,
-dividual. An achievement test, for example, should provide as complete a

picture as poséigle of the stﬁdént's mastery of the subject or skill. Stated

differently, if a student's knowledge of a'given subject is more complete

or greéter than can be inferred from his berformance on the test, theg the

test is fau1fy. .
Guidelines to help test writers avoid possible pitfalls and assure fhat

items wi]] function as iqtended aég readily available in the literature, e.g.,

preventing unintended ciues\to the answer in the wording of the guestions,

eliminating irrelevant barriers by\avoiding amb1iguous statéments or vocabu-
lary. The issue of format is also of concern. Correct answers, forvexamp1e,
should not be of greaterjlength than incorrect answers----a situation which
can easily occur given the need for precision in the correct answ2r. The
qualjty of an item is routinely evaluated by<}E§ c{arity, difficu]ty'level,
and abilify to discriminate betwgen people who know and do not know the sub-l
ject. “This evaluation is usually based on the information provided by those
who answered an item, whétherhcorrectiy or incorrectly. The problem of guess-
ing, that is, responses made by:thosé who donft know the subject but answer a
question correctly, hgs been studiéd extensi&gly, but little is known about
those wﬁd mdﬁé no attempt to answer an item. Can we safely aggyme that ng™,
attempt made indicates no know}édge?b Perhaps we can, if a students-skips.only

a few items unsystemdtically. But what of situations where students are given

/ i



enough time to finish the measure (power test), but qﬁit in the middle?
What assumptions can be make about their mastery of the subject and what
assumptions can we make about the difficulty of the item that students did
not attempt to-answer? Does a student quit beeause he does not know the
answer or for other reasons? Very little has been done to answer
‘these questﬁons yet it is common knowledge that stopping in the middle
of a test frequently occurs, espec1a11y among 1ow-ach1ev1ng or d1sadvan-.
taged studentS‘ |

The results from the Oral Reading Test—;e;eioped for the Ear]y Ch1]dhood
Education Program (ECE) eva]uat1on_(Baker, 1977) provided the opportunlty to
study some of the factors that might inf1uencefstudents tést -taking behav1or
This test was administered during the ECE study, and similar gers1ens were ’
also used in two small subsequent studies in local séhdo?s. gecause the proce-
dures for administration bermitted students to terminate the test at any point,
the results of the three studies allowed an invesfigation of the ‘tem character-
istics that might predict students' behav1or, and also prov1ded some VRiGhL
into other factors that might influence students' decisions not to compleva
a test.

A

Procedures and Results

The'Oral Reading Test required individual students to demonstrate reading
ski]]s.by reading aloud sentences typical of Various grade level texts. The
initial plan in ceastructing the test was to develop Tinguistic rules inAordef
to select sentences of progressiVely more difficu]t syhtax. Unfortunately,
however, research in this area is equivocal. Add1t1ona11y, a review of

%

text materials revea]ed that sentences drawn from d1fferent grade 1eve1< g

-did not systemat1ca11yv1ncrease in complexity. Therefore,»rather than

X s . YT
employing a sentence ;amp]fng.plan based on prior stratification rules, the



test was constructed by a simple random selection procedure. Six sentences '
were drawn from each of the four moét commonly ordered basic reading series in
California, according to the'delowing scheme:

lvséntence from the last hal} of the first grade text.

i sentence from the f{rst‘half of the secend grade text.

1 sentence from the last half of the second grade text.

ey

1 sentence from the first half of the third grade.text.
- ! _ )
T sentence from the last half of the third grade text.

Firtt half of the fourth grade text.

D

s 1 sentenee fron tp

| The =<.ulting.twenty-fous sentences were randomly assigned, by grade
1eve1 to one ¢f four parallel test forms. For each of the test forms, there was
both a student version, printed in pr1mary type and correspond1ng aam1n1s- )
trator coding sheets, so that errors could be noted prnc1se1y as they occurred .

In order to minimize a child's anxiety and frustrat1on, it was dec1ded

that testing would terminate at a child's request. Further, 1f a child made
more than three m15pronunc1at1on, substitution, or significant hes1tat1on
errors, he would be asked whe ther he wanted tc :top the test. The chi]d's

decision wou]d deternfine whether the test terminated at that point.




In tﬁe ECE study, the oral reading test was adm{nistered to 8-12
randomly selected students in each of four classrooms.in our 72 school
sample. Of the 1,380 second-graders who were given.the test, 179Aor
12.9% did not finish the ehtiré test. Table 1 presents a breakdown of
the points on the test.at which these non-finishers decided to stop.

On Form 1, 18.8% of the non-finishers quit after they read -sentence 1,
and 15.2% quit after reading sentence 2; Likewise 5.4% of the non-
finishers stopped after reading sentence 1.on Form 2, and 13.4% stopped

before they attempted to read the last sentence.

</
TABLE 1
, N | |
< NON-FINISHER'S DROP-GUT PATTERN ON ECE
* - ORAL READING TEST
. (PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS WHO QUIT)
——x ‘
Form . : Sentence ,
' ) After After After ATter T After
1 2 | 3 4 5
1 ~ 18.82 " | 15.2% | 23.6% 18.8% | 23.6%
2 _5.43 8.0% | 39.3% 33,92 | 13.4%
3 ‘ 12,1 18.5% | 42,74 14,5% 112,13 |
4 13.3% | 18.1% | 20000 | 1333 3550




One factor that may influence a student's deci;ion to quit in the
middle of a test is that the next item.is too difficult. Another possible
factor in this decision might be that the student had just figighed a
difficult ifem and was reacting to feelings of frustration. The difficulty
level of each seﬁlence, as indicated by the ratio(ii/the averagé)number
of errors made to the maximum possible errors, is presented iﬁ Table 2;

A.strong relationship between the difficulty level of the previous or

following sentence and the percentage of non-finishers who quit was not

foﬁnd.
TABLE 2
Sentence Difficulty for ECE Oral Reading Test
. (Mgaﬁ Percentage of Errors)
: : Sentence
Form | 4 2 3 4 5 . 6
1 {1 A 1.6 7.6 145 6.2
2 | 10.2 . 7.8 145 15.6  14.1  13.4
-3 6.2 5.5 12.0  17.0 6.4  14.2
4 9.7 7.3 11.5  15.0 7.4 14.8
"



Table 3 presents the number-pf words in each of the 24 sentences
- (six senfeﬁces in each of the 4 forms). Compare Table 1 and 3, in Form
1. The 1epgth of sentence 3 is 8 words and of sentence 4, 19 words.
15.2% of the non-finishers quit befdre attempting to read sen?ence 3,
and 23.6% quitlbefore sentence 4. Also, in.Fofm A,,there are 7 words
in senteﬁce~5 and 17 Qords in sentence 6. 13.3% quit before attempting
to read sentence 5 and 35.5% quit before'gentence 6. A:scatter plot of
percehtage of students quitting and the Tength. of the fo]]owing.séntence'
is presented in Figure 1. A strong Tinear relationship was observed. -
The Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient was 0.69 with df=18.

This was significant at o=.0003.

DA * TABLE 3

quber of Words per Sentence for Each Form

Sentence o -
Form 1 2 3 4 5 6 Form Total
119 17 8 19 16 22 91.
2 | 6 9 4 18 17 10| 64
305 15 16 21 12 14 83
4|5 12 144 7 7 69

P,
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In two other follow-up studies, the results from the Oral Reading
Test provided further information on the probliem of non-finishers. One
study was conducted at a school district that was. known to have low SES
and Tow student achievement. The Oral Reading Test was re-organized into
two forms (Form L and J) each composed of 8 sentences and given to 159
students. In comparing the Oral Reading Test results from the ECE study
and that of the low SES district study (Table 4), we found that, as ex-
pected, the latter had a greater percentage of students who chose not to
finish the test (31.45% vs. 12.97%). Those who finished the test, when
_ compared with non-finishers on the same sentence, made more errors on each
of the 16 sentences. On the average, students from the 1ow SES district
made 1.22 errors on sentence 2 on Form 1. The students in the ECE study
made only 0.72 er;brs. However, a comparison of the non-finishers from
the two studies tell a &ifferent story. The nqn-finjshers from the lTow
SES distfict actually made significantly-féwer errors on 10 out of 16
sentences than the ECE sample. The fact that the non-finishers in the
lower SES district made fewer errors than the non-finishers ffzm the cross-
sectional ECE sample indicated that there is a difference between the two
groups in the relationship between knowledge (number of errorﬁ'made) and
tendency to quit in .the middle of a test. Given the same ability level i
as those in tﬁe statewide samb]e, students from the lower SES district wefe

-

more likely to-give up trying.



TABLE 4

COMPARISON OF ECE AND LON SES DISTRICT ORAL READING RESULTS:

AVERAGE NUMBER OF ERRORS

Form L/Sentence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
ECE Finishers .49 .72 .88 .82 .97 2.83  1.61 1.75
ECE Drop-Outs 2.17 2.33 4.05 5.07 3.80 8.20 6.12 ' NA
Low SES District Finishers (N=55) .84 1.22 1.89 1.69 1.80 4.69 3.16  3.42
Low SES District Drop-Outs (N=23) 2.00 3.39 4.84 4.31 4.08 6.44 2.00. NA

Form J/Sentence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
FCE Finishers .88 .82 1.83 -2.05 3.22 291 2,83 2,91
ECE Drop-Outs _ 4.05 5.07 5.81  5.03 7.70 7.64  8.20 NA
Low SES District Finishers (N=54) 1.18 .96 1.87  2.17  3.43 2.87 2.78  2.81
Low SES District Drop-Outs (N=27) 485 4.60 3.81 5.33 6.20 2.37 1.00 NA
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Ar adapted version of the ECE QOval Reading Test was also usad in a
stuay conducted inoa local school serving a higher SES community.  Four
forms of the test were administered, each containing saven sentences.
iwo forms of the test (Forms 1 and 2) contained sentences randomly selected
from those vsed in the ECE study, while the other two forms contained newly
sampled sentences. Procedures for test administration were the same as

those used in the ECE study. The distribution of finishers an# non-finishers

for the 185 students who took the test is shown in Table 5. 4

TABLE 5

Suburban Higher SIS School Orval Reading

(Non-Finishers Drop-Out Pattern
Ry Form Number and Percentage of Students Quit)

Farm Last Sentence Read Total Number
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 0f Students
1 - 6%(3) - a%(2) - - 90%(46) 51
2 - - %(2) - - - 96%(46) 48
3 12%(1) - - - - - 98%(44) 45
4 12%(71) - - - - - 98%(40) 4] :

PRV
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did not finish the test, compared with 127 non-finishers in the ECE samnle.
whila one plausible explanation for the lower rate of non-finishers in the sub-
urban school might be level of reading achievement, comparison of the results
of identical “tems on a criterion-referenced reading test revealed no signifi-
cant differences.(In fact, the scores of students of comparable age from
the suburban school were slightly lower than those in the ECE sample.)

However, an interesting difference in student attitudes was found between
the two groups. In response to the question, "Are you a good redder?" 91%
of the suburban student population answered affirmatively, compared with
80% uf the ECE sample. While attitude data was not available at the student
Tevel, this difference suggests that students' self-concept and self-confidence

may he an important factor in test-taking behavior.

Summary and Conclusions

Bias in the Oral Reading Test appears to be a real possibility. Three
potential sources of bias are test wiseness, cultural differences in verbal
behavior, and examiner expectatidns.

In the first study, involving the ECE children, sentence length ard
quitting were found to be related. Given that the difficulty of vocabulary
was kept constant, it would appear that children quit on the basis of their
expecta;ibﬁs of difficulty, rather than the actual difficulty of the sentences.
Because the sentences used in the test were not contextualized (and often
quite awkward in construction), the reading task was actually more difficult
than what.wou1d occur in a more natural oral reading situation. If the reading

task was difficult to begin with, then the likelihcod of quitting .on the basis

'Y
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of sentence langth seems to o2 greater even among students with normal

W

reading ability if their self-confidence in dealing wi“.n new situatiors is
low. For example, in the follow-up study with the high~SES school children,
the lower rate of quitting (5% as compared to 12.9 from the ECE group) is
hypothesized to be related to higher self-confid:nce as indicated by a
higher rate of self-evaluation as a "good reader."

Among the ‘lower SES children, the quitting rate was much higher than
among the original ECE group--31% vs. 13%. In addition to the poésibi]ity
that the Tower SES children lacked self-confidence, cultural bias in the
testing situation may have taken place; most of the low SES group was either
Black or Mexican-American. Ratusnik and Keneigsknecht (1977) cite several
studies in which bi-racial testirg situations resulted in reduced verbal
responsiveness and defensive language behavior among Blacks. Houston (1969)
reports that the 9-12 ysar 0oid sample of Black children he studied, hyper-
corrected their language response in bi-racial testing situations, indicating
anxiety over the disparity between their own dialect and the perceived lan-
guage norm. If such was the situation among the low SES group studied here,
2 child may have chosen to quit early rather than suffer further embérrass—
ment. This would be particularly true among the children of lower ability. |
Where a middle-class child of normal ability may continue to perform in a
task which is actually more difficult than his ability level, the same level
child from a minority background may tend to give up. Results of research
suggest that differences in motivation under conditions of.testing vary among
SES groups with the higher SES group displaying the greatest motivation.

One other factor which must be considered is that of examiner bias--

T

[ S
{



espaciaily with rezpect to the administrative procedure of terminating a
testing session if a certain number of mistakes are observed. If expecta-
tions are lower, it is mére Tikely that a pause will be interpreted as
frustration, rather than meaningful pondering, for example, and that the
test will be terminated on that basis. The "Pygmalion effect" is a well
documented phenomena, and there i3 no reason to believe it is not a factor
in testing situations dgspite training of examiners. In dealing with cer-
tain dialects of English, an examiner may be more likely to interpret a
certain pronunciation of a word as a mistake. (See, for example, Grill
and Bartel's article on Language Bias in the Grammatic Closure subtest

of the ITPA (1977). 1In other words, possibilities of bias extend to test

examiners as well as student background characteristics.

—
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FIGURE 1

Scatterplot of Number of Woras per Sentence
by Percent of Students Quit
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Number of words per sentence

Correlation (R) = 0.692
Significance = .00035
R Squared = 0.480

Std Err of Est = 3.499
Intercept (A) = 7.425 \
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